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INTRODUCTION
T
he Project Management Institute (PMI, 2013) has highlighted how 
organizations frequently undervalue project management and put 
inadequate focus on project manager development despite project 
management being seen as vital in enabling organizations to improve 
overall performance (Pant & Baroudi, 2008). Williams (2008) also confirms 
the need for successful project management where project managers learn 
from one project to the next and, indeed, some organizations have embraced 
collaborative learning initiatives, such as communities of practice, which 
build on the theory of situated learning in order to support capability-based 
knowledge (Pattinson, Preece, & Dawson, 2016). Ramazani and Jergeas 
(2014), however, recognize that current education does not adequately 
prepare managers to deal with what they call “the complex realities of the 
real world” (p. 42), and Palm and Lindahl (2015) point out how project 
managers are frequently marginalized and excluded from the development 
opportunities afforded to staff at other levels in organizations. These authors 
call for organizations to provide more guidance and support “throughout the 
project management career of an individual” (2015, p. 836).
At the same time as these deficiencies have been identified, a number of 
authors suggest coaching specifically for project managers as a potential solu-
tion to the lack of development (e.g., Graham & Englund, 2013; Savelsbergh, 
Havermans, & Storm, 2016) since it encourages informal learning and guided 
reflection. Carbone and Gholston (2004) particularly recommend coaching 
for new project managers, whereas Berg and Karlsen (2007) draw attention 
to how project management coaching could be an effective tool for helping 
managers meet their organizational challenges. Ramazani and Jergeas (2014, 
p. 47) also conclude that coaching has a role in continuous project manager 
development. Their respondents saw ‘strong coaching’ programs as critical 
to achieving a more “multifaceted and systematic approach” to project man-
ager development. Even more recently, Palm and Lindahl (2015) suggest that 
coaching for project managers may help avoid the stress caused through a 
traditional lack of ongoing training and support.
Despite promoting the use of coaching for a variety of performance and 
developmental outcomes, none of the above authors defines coaching in the 
project management context. In our experience, there are two main uses of 
coaching: either for skill development in a particular context or for individual 
development (Cox, Bachkirova, & Clutterbuck, 2014a). Both of these assume 
a definition of coaching that is generative rather than advisory or instructive 
(Feldman & Lankau, 2005). We therefore work with the broad definition set 
out by Berg and Karlsen (2007, p. 4) in which coaching is described as “the 
process of challenging and supporting a person or a team to develop ways of 
thinking, ways of being and ways of learning. The purpose is to achieve per-
sonal and/or organizational goals.” This definition implies a knowledge of the 
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Coaching can play an important part in 
meeting the challenges of project manage-
ment (Berg & Karlsen, 2007). However, 
there remains a lack of research into proj-
ect managers’ perceptions of coaching and 
the opportunities for using it. This grounded 
theory study explores the awareness and 
application of coaching in project manage-
ment contexts. Analyses of interviews with 
14 project managers have indicated that 
the provision of coaching opportunities is 
patchy. Findings confirm that organizational 
culture is important, that where project 
managers are involved with coaching this 
can lead to them becoming advocates, and 
emphasize the need for organizational inter-
vention to maximize the benefits of coaching 
in this context.
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coaching process rather than a knowl-
edge of context, with the emphasis on 
reflective practice as a way of thinking 
and being (Cox, 2013) and is in line with 
the definition proposed by the Inter-
national Coaching Federation (2015). 
We also acknowledge the description 
of the manager-as-coach put forward 
by Gregory and Levy (2010), for its 
emphasis on performance and relation-
ship. Here the process is described as 
a developmental activity in which “an 
employee works one-on-one with his 
or her direct manager to improve cur-
rent job performance and enhance his 
or her capabilities for future roles and/
or challenges, the success of which is 
based on the relationship between the 
employee and manager, as well as the 
use of objective information, such as 
feedback, performance data, or assess-
ments” (2010, p. 111).
A Chartered Institute of Personnel 
and Development (CIPD, 2011) survey 
of 601 organizations found coaching by 
line managers to be the second most 
effective form of learning and that it 
was most associated with performance 
management (43%) and leadership devel-
opment (33%). Performance and leader-
ship are relevant to project managers 
too. Earlier, the CIPD (2005) training 
and development survey found that 
88% of organizations reported using 
internal coaching, but there is no evi-
dence in the literature that this form 
of coaching is accessed specifically by 
project managers. In their recent empir-
ical work,  Savelsbergh, Havermans, and 
Storm (2016) identify a range of devel-
opmental support mentioned by project 
managers, but none of them identified 
coaching. This may be because, as Berg 
and Karlsen (2007) suggest, although 
coaching is becoming very popular, 
people are confused by what it means. 
Agile methods, which are a key part 
of contemporary project management, 
have often been described as involving 
coaching (Paasivaara & Lassenius, 2014; 
Moe,  Cruzes, Dyba, & Engebretsen, 2015) 
but are often embedded within pro-
cesses and roles such as ‘ ScrumMaster’ 
(Stettina & Hörz, 2015), which may add 
to the confusion.  Savelsbergh, Poell, 
and van der Heijden (2015) give some 
explanation of coaching in their paper 
on developing project teams; however, 
they use quite general references to 
texts at least 10 years old to explain 
coaching use. Consequently, there was 
a need to explore how project managers 
currently understand and use coach-
ing across a range of organizational 
 settings.
Our article therefore reports on 
qualitative empirical research from a 
grounded theory study exploring the 
research question: How is coaching 
used and understood by project man-
agers in organizations? The question 
is informed by project managers being 
part of what Palm and Lindahl call “an 
exposed group in between the proj-
ect and the permanent organization” 
(2015, p. 829). As such, they are often 
excluded from coaching opportunities 
initiated by the organization. The study 
also stems from the personal interest of 
the first author who, until recently, was 
a project manager, running software 
projects in a global IT organization. The 
hands-on team coach role described by 
Clutterbuck (2014) is representative of 
her role at that time.
Edwards, Snowden, and Halsall (2016) 
have proposed that coaching is multi-
faceted and is “typically context spe-
cific” (p. 88). The lack of uniformity 
and consistency in coaching practice, 
they suggest, stems from the fact that 
professionals are working from differ-
ent  definitions reflecting different per-
ceptions. In our research, rather than 
impose a definition of coaching on 
respondents, we wanted to explore how 
project managers actually understand 
coaching. Consequently, we deliber-
ately did not define the term ‘coach-
ing’ for them, but asked for their own 
understanding.
The article is structured as follows: 
After a review of the relevant literature 
to identify theoretical frameworks and 
gaps in the research, the grounded the-
ory research methodology is described. 
Fourteen project managers were recrui-
ted from a range of different organiza-
tions to enable an appreciation of how 
they understand and use coaching, 
either by acting as a coach themselves or 
through being a ‘coachee,’ in other words, 
the person being coached. Findings are 
then presented that show a variable 
awareness of what coaching is, and high-
light the extent to which organizational 
culture impacts the perceptions and sub-
sequent use of coaching, with awareness 
and experience of coaching leading some 
project managers to overcome organiza-
tional constraints and become advocates 
or champions of coaching.
Literature
A range of business, project management, 
and coaching literature was reviewed to 
find studies relating to how project man-
agers understand and use coaching. This 
literature is reviewed under three head-
ings: (1) project managers as coaches, 
(2) project managers in receipt of coach-
ing, and (3) the role of a coaching culture 
in organizations.
Project Managers as Coaches
A search of the project management 
literature revealed ‘project manager’ 
and ‘coach’ as terms that rarely appear 
together and then, as suggested earlier, 
when they do it is only to recommend 
coaching for project manager support 
rather than to present research. Other 
literature discusses coaching, but does 
not identify project management as a 
distinct context for study. In their hand-
book, for example, Cox, Bachkirova, and 
Clutterbuck (2014a) discuss a range of 
coaching contexts but do not distin-
guish project management as a sepa-
rate genre. They do, however, include 
a chapter on the ‘manager as coach’ 
and there are peer and team coaching 
chapters that may also be relevant to the 
project manager context.
The manager as coach literature 
itself has begun to expand in recent 
years. Ellinger, Beattie, and Hamlin 
(2014) explain how the use of coaching 
for developing employees has long 
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been a core managerial activity, with 
the human resource function frequently 
being devolved to line managers. Sur-
veys by the CIPD in 2006 and 2007 
confirmed this shift; however, despite 
an increasing interest there has been 
little empirical research in the area. In a 
review of the literature by Beattie et al. 
(2014), it was argued that one of the 
major weaknesses of managerial coach-
ing is a lack of empirical research show-
ing the impact of this type of coaching 
on learning and performance. These 
authors confirm how, in the absence of 
support from the research, “organiza-
tions, managers, and employees have 
been presented normative and ideal-
ized notions about coaching” (2014, 
p. 185), highlighting how the idealis-
tic framing of managerial coaching in 
this way may overlook the challenges 
managers encounter. Concluding their 
review, they stress the need for research 
into factors influencing the managerial 
coaching process.
Beattie et al. (2014) and Ellinger 
et al. (2014) both include team coaching 
within managerial coaching, suggest-
ing that the ‘manager as coach’ should 
adopt a team approach rather than an 
individual approach with tasks. Hagen 
and Aguilar (2012, p. 381) also claimed 
that coaching is a “core activity” of man-
agement and leadership and that team 
members’ learning outcomes are likely 
to be improved if the team leader has 
coaching skills. They too confirm that 
there is very little research in the area 
of managerial coaching but that it is 
vital to understand its role, particularly 
in the context of team development. 
McKee and Eraut (2011, p. 29) point 
out that the ‘manager as coach’ concept 
“does not really unpack either the com-
plexity or the scale of learning which is 
often needed in a team.”
Other texts also refer explicitly to a 
project manager having a role as team 
coach. In a case study from the electron-
ics industry, Carbone and Tippett (2004) 
explained how teams could be coached 
on the process of risk management, 
whereas other authors mention leading, 
empowering, or developing the team 
(e.g., Box & Platts, 2005; Brill, Bishop, & 
Walker, 2006; Schmid & Adams, 2006) or 
giving feedback and developing others 
(Gillard, 2009). Earlier, Lee (2009, p. 456) 
had highlighted the four roles of a proj-
ect manager: “leader, manager, facilita-
tor, and mentor/coach.”
Hackman and Wageman’s (2005) 
conceptual paper introduced a team 
coaching model that explained the 
functions that coaching provides for the 
team and included recommended tim-
ing and conditions for coaching activity. 
Similarly, Thomas and Mengel (2008) 
mentioned emotional skills as neces-
sary to motivating and coaching the 
team; they offered a model of project 
manager development and highlighted 
the need for critical reflection. More 
recently, Clutterbuck (2013) suggested 
that team coaching is needed “when a 
new team is being created and needs 
to hit the ground running” and “when 
an existing team is not performing as 
well as it could” (p. 20). Both these 
situations seem directly relevant to 
project management. Clutterbuck also 
emphasized the importance of conver-
sations between team members and 
acceptance by the team that a coaching 
approach is beneficial. Team coach-
ing, he argued, has multiple definitions 
and is “only now emerging as a clear 
area of practice that requires special-
ist knowledge, skills, experience and 
supervision” (2013, p. 18). Clutterbuck 
(2014) further suggested that definitions 
of team coaching identify achievement 
of a common goal and pay attention 
to both individual performance and to 
group collaboration, a definition that 
seems to place the emphasis on “achiev-
ing a solution to a specific problem, 
rather than building the team’s overall 
capacity” (p. 272).
As noted, although the literature 
pays some attention to managerial 
coaching and to the use of coaching 
with teams, it seems to say nothing spe-
cific about the coaching project manag-
ers receive or indeed the coaching they 
are doing and how they perceive it. This 
is a significant omission, which this 
study begins address.
Project Managers in Receipt of 
Coaching
Over the past decade a number of 
authors have mentioned coaching 
briefly as being useful in relation to 
project manager skills development: 
Jiang (2002) quoted a long list of soft 
skills requirements, which included 
coaching; Carbone and Gholston (2004) 
recommended coaching as a follow-up 
to training; and both Kombarakaran, 
Yang, Baker, and Fernandes (2008) and 
Walker and Dart (2011) highlighted 
‘people skills’ as a benefit of receiv-
ing coaching. More recently, Hans and 
Rwelamila’s (2012) survey of the South 
African information and communica-
tion technologies (ICT) sector advo-
cated coaching to improve the expertise 
of those who are less experienced, and 
Pollack, Costello, and Sankaran (2013) 
also showed how coaching helped peo-
ple when implementing a new project 
management software system.
Although coaching is recognized as 
useful, however, there appears to be 
very little research on how project man-
agers themselves perceive coaching or 
access it for their own development. 
Savelsbergh et al. (2016) similarly point 
out that despite recognition in some 
contexts of the advantages of coaching, 
“only a small majority of the project 
managers have taken the time and effort 
to discuss their most important learning 
experiences with someone responsible 
for their development” (p. 566).
In addition, although coaching 
appears to be promoted as important 
for project managers, there is still much 
uncertainty and ambiguity around 
what coaching is, even in coaching cir-
cles (Ives, 2008; Ladyshewsky, 2010). 
 Passmore and Fillery-Travis (2011) also 
suggested there is no coherent approach 
that defines coaching. It could be this 
uncertainty that contributes to the 
reluctance by organizations to embrace 
coaching as a developmental strategy 
for all managers. As Hagen and Aguilar 
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(2012) indicated, even though there has 
been an increased focus on coaching 
within the practitioner literature, orga-
nizational practice has been slow to 
move in the direction of implementing 
coaching or coach training.
Coaching Culture in Organizations
The importance of a coaching culture in 
promoting engagement with coaching 
has been highlighted by a number of 
authors (e.g., Cox, 2012; Gormley & Van 
Nieuwerburgh, 2014).
Anderson, Frankovelgia, and Hernez- 
Broome (2009) also linked a coaching 
culture with more trust and openness 
in the organization, suggesting that this 
leads to more participative and transpar-
ent decision making. In their survey of 
U.S. business leaders, these researchers 
found the range of organizational ben-
efits resulting from the development of 
a coaching culture included: employee 
performance, engagement and reten-
tion, collaboration and teamwork, and 
an improved ability to execute strategy 
and adapt to change.
Gormley and van Nieuwerburgh 
(2014) similarly provide a definition of 
coaching culture that emphasizes how 
vital this aspect is to promoting engage-
ment in coaching:
“Coaching cultures exist when groups of 
people embrace coaching as a way of mak-
ing holistic improvements to individuals 
within their organisations through for-
mal and informal coaching interactions” 
(p. 92).
and Hawkins includes the idea of 
engagement and development, suggest-
ing that:
“A coaching culture exists in an organisa-
tion when a coaching approach is a key 
aspect of how the leaders, managers, and 
staff engage and develop all their people 
and engage their stakeholders, in ways 
that create increased individual, team and 
organisational performance and shared 
value for all stakeholders” (2012, p. 21).
Clutterbuck and Megginson (2005) 
had a similar perspective, proposing 
that the coaching culture can be exem-
plified by a commitment to grow both 
the organization and the people within 
the organization. Several authors pick 
up on this commitment aspect, and have 
identified the important role played by 
the leaders and managers of organiza-
tions. Anderson and Anderson (2005), 
for example, stressed the need for lead-
ers to be coaches if a coaching culture 
is to be developed with the resultant 
performance benefits; Giberson et al. 
(2009) demonstrate the importance of 
leaders on organizational culture in 
general, whereas McComb (2012) sug-
gested “a high level of participation is 
required from a senior leader when 
an organization is trying to establish a 
coaching culture” (p. 91).
According to Passmore and Jastr-
zebska (2011), the development of a 
coaching culture involves a journey of 
five stages: informal external coaching, 
the strategic use of external coaching, 
coaching for all staff, coaching for every 
stakeholder and, finally, coaching exter-
nally to a wider community. However, 
Evans (2011), in researching managers 
in the police service, also suggested that 
coaching in organizations often exists 
as “a messy and complex social sys-
tem of connectedness and situatedness” 
(p.  80), suggesting a less linear trajec-
tory and identifying how individual per-
ceptions of coaching vary noticeably 
between research participants.
According to McCarthy et al. (2015) 
there is also an identified link between 
the culture of an organization and 
the possibility for managers to dis-
play coaching behaviors. Ladyshewsky 
(2010, p. 302) similarly argued that 
coaching in the workplace should be 
“part of an overall organizational devel-
opment and performance management 
philosophy.” He suggested coaching is 
a core skill required of managers that 
should be emphasized in organizational 
development initiatives. However, as 
Pousa and Mathieu (2010) pointed out, 
organizational emphasis on short-term 
goals, such as those inherent in a proj-
ect management setting, can decrease 
the likelihood of managers using coach-
ing behaviors. Milner and McCarthy 
(2016, p. 8) suggest that although man-
agers in organizations are increasingly 
expected to coach their employees, “not 
all organizations provide the necessary 
training.”
In summary, coaching culture can 
be characterized as being woven into 
the fabric of the business (Turner & 
McCarthy, 2015, pp. 2–3). It should be 
viewed as a part of organizational cul-
ture and, as a result, the coaching cul-
ture reflects the patterns of assumptions 
and actions that influence the organiza-
tion as a whole and could be seen as 
influencing how coaching is perceived, 
accessed, and used by employees.
The findings of this review are use-
ful in that they highlight the very lim-
ited attention paid thus far to research 
into how coaching is used as a devel-
opment strategy for project managers. 
There appear to be many recommen-
dations that coaching be adopted (i.e., 
Carbone & Gholston, 2004; Hagen & 
Aguilar, 2012; Savelsbergh et al., 2016), 
but very little empirical research. The 
review therefore implies the need for 
a study using a methodology that can 
uncover what is actually happening on 
the ground in project manager contexts, 
in order to understand how coaching is 
understood and used to support project 
management as a vital function.
Methodology
The literature review revealed a specific 
lack of research in relation to how proj-
ect managers perceive or use coaching. 
Therefore, it was seen as appropri-
ate to use a grounded theory research 
methodology (Strauss & Corbin, 1990; 
Charmaz, 2014), to enable exploration 
of a range of project managers’ attitudes 
about and experiences in coaching. 
This would build an awareness about 
what is actually happening in the proj-
ect management context from a project 
manager’s perspective.
Following the grounded theory 
approach to data collection and anal-
ysis, three rounds of interviews were 
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conducted using an iterative theory-
building strategy. In Round 1 (see 
Figure 1), we purposely selected six 
project managers who were responsible 
for the effectiveness of other project 
managers and project management 
processes. After Round 1 data analysis, 
it became evident that we needed to tar-
get those who had first-hand experience 
of ‘in-house’ organizational coaching 
programs as well, so in Round 2 five 
more senior project managers were 
selected from larger organizations. For 
Round 3, three project management 
consultants were targeted in order to 
bridge a gap between the lower and 
higher levels of management.
All participants were established 
project managers from a variety of orga-
nizations. In total, 14 interview partici-
pants were drawn from the PMI network 
of Project Management Professional 
(PMP)® certification holders, or from 
the second author’s network of coaches 
of project managers. They came from 
a range of large and small companies, 
across the public and private sectors, 
and were contacted directly through the 
PMI United Kingdom Chapter network 
or LinkedIn.
Figures 1, 2, and 3 show the actual 
participants and their backgrounds. 
Figure 1 shows the generalist project 
managers interviewed in Round 1 (PM1, 
PM2, etc.); Figure 2 shows senior proj-
ect managers interviewed in Round 2 
(SPM1, SPM2, etc.), and Figure 3 shows 
coach-consultant project managers in 
Round 3 (CPM1, CPM2, etc.). In line 
with theoretical sampling, in Round 2 
we needed to seek views from larger 
organizations to gain more insight into 
the emerging axial codes. Thus insights 
were gathered from participants in 
larger organizations where there 
seemed to be more coaching options 
for employees. Round 3 was completed 
with three project management coach–
consultants with the aim of reviewing 
the findings using coaches’ viewpoints. 
Although none of these project manage-
ment consultants had formal coaching 
qualifications, coaching was part of 
their commercial offering.
Interviews were semi-structured and 
lasted an average of 45 to 55 minutes. 
Interview questions included explora-
tions of how the project managers had 
made use of coaching, whether they 
had carried out coaching, how they had 
learned about coaching, and what coach 
training they had received. Later inter-
views (Rounds 2 and 3) used questions 
reflecting the analysis of data collected 
in the previous round. Example ques-
tions included: What do you under-
stand by coaching? Have you ever been 
coached? How long were the sessions? 
How many sessions were there? What 
was the motivation for the coaching? 
Each participant was provided with an 
interview transcript for validation.
The analysis process followed Strauss 
and Corbin (1990). This involved alter-
nating between data collection and 
analysis to follow up on developing the-
ories, cut through biases, and to exam-
ine further literature as the findings 
Figure 1: Round 1 participants.
Figure 2: Round 2 participants.
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emerged. Open coding was used with 
each transcript, and mind-mapping 
software (MindView) provided a picto-
rial view of the interviews, first through 
open codes, then later by manipulat-
ing the mind map around axial codes 
and core categories. Three axial codes 
emerged from the early Round 1 inter-
views: awareness of coaching; experi-
ence of coaching as a project manager; 
and whether the organization supported 
opportunities for coaching in the work-
place. Analysis of Rounds 2 and 3 thus 
brought more breadth and depth and 
the reinforcement of the relevance of 
organizational context. Subsequently, 
selective coding produced the three cat-
egories presented next.
Findings
Findings are presented under three 
main headings that reflect the selective 
codes revealed by the grounded theory 
analysis: (1) perceptions and definitions 
of coaching, (2) opportunities for using 
coaching, and (3) from initial awareness 
to champion.
Perceptions and Definitions of Coaching
In addition to the revealing differences 
in the opportunities project managers 
have for coaching in their organizations, 
our findings also uncovered two aspects 
of project managers’ perceptions of 
coaching: (1) that coaching is similar to 
other helping approaches, particularly 
mentoring, and (2) that coaches need 
specific soft skills.
Coaching is Similar to Other  
Helping Relationships
In addition to differing perceptions of 
the coaching relationship itself, project 
managers have a variety of ideas about 
the differences between coaching and 
other helping relationships, with par-
ticipants conflating coaching and men-
toring or being intent on comparing the 
two. Several have mentioned the simi-
larity between the two concepts:
Coaching and mentoring are interchange-
able for me [SPM1]
[Coaching and mentoring] I see them as the 
same [CPM1]
Either mentoring or coaching is supporting 
another person with a ‘shared goal’ [SPM2] 
For me mentoring is halfway between 
coaching and training [PM1]
However, there were some attempts 
at differentiation. One project manager 
suggested: “Mentoring is for career sup-
port, positioned for longer term, [and is] 
skills oriented—mentoring is expected 
as part of internal project management 
accreditation, especially for higher lev-
els” [PM3]. His explanation was that:
[Mentoring is] more prescriptive than 
coaching—i.e., more telling” [whereas] 
coaching takes a broader perspective good 
for more complexity [. . .] an experienced 
sounding board, probing questions to pro-
vide answers, explore personal/career/life, 
a broader exposure across variety of things. 
[PM3]
In some cases, the opposite defini-
tion was expressed, in other words, that 
mentors are less prescriptive:
[Mentors are] not going to be telling you 
‘oh yeah you need to fill out that form or 
do this or get that signed off’, they’re very 
much going to be talking about the softer 
skills, asking how would you tackle this 
issue, ‘how would you break this news to 
this senior stakeholder’ [SPM1]
It was even thought that a lack of def-
inition may provide flexibility in what is 
discussed: One participant suggested it 
enables exploration of “a broader vari-
ety of things personal/career/life” [PM3]; 
and also in what form the coaching or 
mentoring takes “Use whatever works” 
[PM3]. However, it was acknowledged 
that this may not help those new to the 
experience to understand how it works: 
“coaches [and mentors] do understand 
what it really means, but for those who 
are coachee and mentee it is very confus-
ing for them” [SPM2].
For other participants, features 
of the relationship (e.g., focus, topic) 
enabled them to distinguish between 
the two: “Coaching has short term focus, 
for issues in the moment. Mentoring is 
positioned more as longer term, career 
support, e.g., mentor a junior person 
who wants the skills you have” [PM5].
In the literature, mentoring is gener-
ally accepted as relating to situations in 
which the mentor is very knowledge-
able about the environment and/or top-
ics of conversation. A mentor is usually 
Figure 3: Round 3 participants.
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more senior to the mentee to enable 
knowledge transfer or for advice to be 
sought and given (Garvey, Stokes, & 
Megginson, 2014). Most participants 
agreed:
Usually your mentor is seeing what needs to 
be done and is helping you prepare yourself 
and set yourself up for promotion [SPM2].
[A mentor is] an experienced sounding 
board [PM3].
Others confirmed coaching’s ‘just-
in-time’ benefit:
Coaching is on the job; [the coach] could 
be your manager or someone on the project 
[2-G2]
[Coaching is] having access to someone 
who you’re not working with day-to-day 
with completely different views to job, work 
environment etc.” [PM3]
While some commented on why occa-
sionally the term coaching was not used:
It’s strange that people don’t use the term 
coaching, I’m using it more and more 
often [. . .] especially with my mentees, 
and saying what we’re entering into, rather 
than mentoring where you kind of pick my 
brains and I try and understand what it is 
that you’re trying to achieve and help you 
get, build a path to get there. A couple of 
my mentees have said we’re much more 
into coaching, because they’ve said: ‘Oh 
can we do dummy interviews, can you walk 
me through presentation skills, things like 
that?’ [SPM5]
Some consultant coaches, such as 
CPM3, were not keen on using the word 
coaching, even though a coaching style 
may be used: “it doesn’t suit everybody 
and it doesn’t suit every team; it could 
work very well say in a housing team, 
but it probably wouldn’t work very well 
in an IT team” [CPM3]. Mostly this 
participant offered team development 
solutions, with (external) coaching being 
one of the preferred tools. This partici-
pant also considered that project man-
agers have a particular style/reputation, 
which shows the preference for finding 
terminology that is acceptable to the 
audience:
They would love to get together for a day 
and talk about sharing practice you know. 
I was working at XXX, what did you do 
about, how did you approach it, what 
were the issues? They would call that ‘shar-
ing good practice,’ not reflective practice. 
[CPM3]
One coach–consultant had an 
approach of providing external coach-
ing for a company and encouraging 
internal mentors as well as coaching:
So we’re running these feedback sessions 
and we’re now finding out what they want, 
to help them go forward. And, we’re now 
about to set up coaching and mentoring. 
And the two are quite different. What we’re 
going to try and do is to get some of their 
own people, the more senior project man-
agers to mentor the more junior ones, and 
then for someone like myself to come in and 
coach. [CPM1]
In this section, the understand-
ing of coaching by project managers 
revealed a certain lack of clarity in 
the definition of coaching in relation 
to practicalities and focus. However, 
some participants saw the perceived 
similarities between coaching and men-
toring as beneficial, suggesting that it 
enables flexibility. Indeed, as Turner 
and McCarthy (2015, p. 3) note, “the 
majority of business coaching is done 
internally in organizations although it is 
not always explicitly labelled coaching.” 
Other participants in the current study 
saw the terms coaching and mentoring 
as restrictive, particularly in some set-
tings, and preferred to tailor the inter-
vention to the audience. These different 
understandings of the definitions and 
uses of coaching are partly indicative of 
the lack of definition and clarity in the 
coaching field itself (Garvey, Stokes, & 
Megginson, 2014; Cox, Bachkirova, & 
Clutterbuck, 2014b). However, it could 
be that they are exacerbated by a lack 
of organizational consistency in policy 
and provision and by a lack of training 
and support as highlighted earlier.
Coaches Need Specific Soft Skills
Project managers’ perceptions of coach-
ing were augmented by recognition of 
the need for coaches to possess certain 
soft skills and for these to be beneficial 
for project managers to learn as well. 
Some participants acknowledged soft 
skill training through manager train-
ing (e.g., “three hours soft skills train-
ing for coaching” [SPM5]). Others, like 
this senior manager, had completed 
several courses: “There are opportuni-
ties for courses which are online, where 
it explains what this means, what to 
expect, for example, ask open questions, 
be open and honest, if people ask for 
feedback, then give feedback” [SPM2]. 
In another larger organization that had 
introduced a coaching culture as part 
of an organizational change program, 
it was noted that some project man-
agers “were trained on how to coach, 
and then sat down with managers, act-
ing as coach, helping those managers 
through the change that they had to do” 
[PM5]. Observations from participants 
in the study also suggest that soft skills 
are a key aspect of learning to coach 
and that these skills can be supported 
by coaching itself. For example, PM1 
explained: “you need some sort of repeti-
tion of learning—coaching after training 
helps you talk about what happened” 
[PM1].
Another view from a project man-
ager, who found his own coach, was 
that coaches need to be interested in 
people: “People-oriented individuals are 
coaches, those who’ve taken coaching 
courses, and feel they’d like to coach 
people” [PM3]. One senior manager 
explained:
One of the key pieces of coaching is that 
there [needs] to be a relationship built with 
the coach, for the coach to be able to give 
that specific direction and fill that specific 
need that I’m looking for. [I’ve] reached 
out to different people [for] leadership, for 
becoming more professional, PMO job. 
[SPM3]
The importance of soft skill devel-
opment has also been identified as 
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an important developmental need for 
project managers themselves (Jiang, 
2002; Pant & Baroudi, 2008) and some 
participants reported that specific 
soft skills might be usefully acquired 
through learning to coach:
I would put a lot of emphasis on soft skills 
to make you a great project manager. [PM5]
I’d say more often coaching tended to 
address soft skills issues than hard skills 
training stuff. [PM2]
Emphasis is on people side of project man-
agement. [PM4]
“I think there are tools and techniques that 
can help you . . . especially in the change 
environment we’re in” and “open questions 
and silence certainly help” and “I think it 
needs to be part of the tools of project man-
ager training.” [PM6]
Opportunities for Using Coaching
In larger companies, where a coach-
ing culture exists, it was noted that 
there are often policies whereby lead-
ership potential is supported through 
the provision of formal coaching sup-
port. Project managers are sometimes 
included in that provision. Indeed, one 
participant from a telecommunications 
company reported that his organization 
had an accreditation program for proj-
ect managers, which involved formal 
coaching:
Project managers take responsibility for 
the coaching, arranging the meetings, we’d 
normally ask the applicants to find their 
own coach. If they struggled, we’d help 
them. We had a list of people training up 
(as coach) but we didn’t offer that list. If the 
candidate chose someone not on the list, 
we’d offer that person the coach training. 
The only hard rule was that it should not be 
their line manager. [PM2]
Across larger companies, there 
appeared to be a clear desire to ensure 
all project managers follow project 
management processes and a recog-
nition that accreditation encourages 
the use of coaching. For example, 
PM6 confirmed “we’re audited.” Two 
other project managers confirmed that 
coaching is: “a mandatory part of the 
accreditation scheme” [PM2] and sup-
ports “conformance to process or pro-
cedures” [CPM3]. CPM3 also suggested 
coaching is useful when “there is a dif-
ficulty or a challenge.”
Another large organization had dif-
ferent structures for permanent and 
contracted project managers. SPM1 
explained how, for permanent staff, 
“we take a more structured approach 
as they’re the people who will grow into 
more senior programme manager posi-
tions. The idea of our mentoring and 
coaching programs is that we try and 
equip people to match their aspiration.” 
[SPM1]
This participant also noted that con-
tracted staff: “fall under the wing of pro-
gram managers [who] have an inherent 
responsibility to coach, to provide tips 
and advice, review project plans [etc.] 
that’s ongoing ‘on the job’ regular coach-
ing.” [SPM1]
However, in organizations where 
there appeared to be a more informal 
approach to coaching, there seemed to 
be a risk that the coachee did not know 
or understand that coaching was taking 
place. One manager described how his 
organization had embraced coaching: 
“there are internal coaches even if not 
widely publicized [and] career coaching.” 
[PM5] Similarly, a supportive coaching 
style of questioning, could be missed 
by the uninitiated and not labeled as 
coaching, thus being seen as just part 
of informal management conversations. 
One participant shared how he had 
clearly been influenced by a manage-
rial coaching style: “I’ve certainly been 
a recipient of it, and my opinion is it 
doesn’t always have to be the formal 
setting: it can just happen with your line 
manager.” [PM6] This informality was 
seen by one participant as having a real 
benefit: “if someone has an issue, I think 
you can just drop into it, they don’t have 
to recognize they’re being coached just to 
benefit from the tools.” [PM6]
If coaching proceeds informally 
it may make an impression on the 
coachee, as suggested here, but it 
could be argued there is a missed 
opportunity to correlate the beneficial 
experience with a definition of formal 
coaching.
The only mention of contracting in 
the current study was in the context of 
external coaching, in which one par-
ticipant explained how contracting for 
a program of sessions was carried out 
with an accredited coach where the 
first intake session was usually free and 
of the six subsequent sessions “part of 
the sixth would be close-out, measuring 
outcomes, thinking about process and 
how they’re going to use it going for-
ward.” [PM1] This omission may reflect 
a lack of understanding in relation 
to the formalization of coaching and 
may be what contributes to the lack of 
commitment to the coaching relation-
ship in some organizations. For most, 
it seems that in the project manager 
context the formalities of setting up a 
coaching relationship are of secondary 
importance.
It became clear that there was a 
range of informal and formal coach-
ing opportunities in companies and 
that some project managers may be 
included, but this was not always 
the case. For example, project man-
agers may be included in leadership 
programs, but almost definitely not if 
they were employed under temporary 
contracts. It was also reported how 
uncertain work environments affect 
developmental opportunities:
“[We] call it here ‘survivor syndrome.’ 
You’re lucky to be left when we’re start-
ing to do all the lay-offs, restructures with 
everything else, and so it’s not so much that 
I owe you something and you’re an asset 
but it’s more, you’re lucky that you still 
have a job and, you know, and so it kind of 
really changes the focus of what we, how we 
invest in people now.” [SPM4]
In some organizations there may 
also be organizational barriers to coach-
ing that need to be overcome. For exam-
ple, this senior project manager’s plans 
for coaching for project team members 
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yielded an immediate response from a 
new director:
. . . You’re a project manager and we just 
need to focus on the project that you’ve 
been assigned for this year. There’s no 
money in the training budget and I don’t 
see the need for us to be spending time on 
these items, you just need to make sure your 
projects come in on time. [SPM4]
The availability of opportunities for 
coaching provided by organizations is 
therefore very important. Another man-
ager from the public sector confirmed 
that “If you have a variety of different 
ways of coaching in an organization, 
that’s beneficial, it’s about finding the 
right way to develop the people that you 
have” [PM5]. This participant also spoke 
about the need for a range of develop-
mental provisions: “having a toolkit of 
things and coaching would be one of 
those, so it becomes part of the job.” [PM5]
Analysis also revealed how many 
of those undertaking coaching in orga-
nizations have minimal training as a 
coach, depending on the culture of 
the organization. Some participants, 
for instance, received coach training 
through manager training (e.g., “three 
hours of soft skills training for coaching.” 
[SPM5]) Others, like this senior man-
ager, had completed several courses: 
“There are opportunities for courses 
which are online, where it explains what 
this means, what to expect, for example 
ask open questions, be open and honest, 
if people ask for feedback, then give feed-
back.” [SPM2]
In another larger organization that 
had introduced a coaching culture as 
part of an organizational change pro-
gram, it was noted that some project 
managers were trained in coaching “and 
then sat down with managers, acting as 
coach, helping those managers through 
the change that they had to do.” [PM5]
In some smaller organizations, how-
ever, coaching provision was not wide-
spread. Some had established processes 
that were used to offer formal coach-
ing options; in others, individuals were 
entrepreneurial in seeking out coaching 
solutions in spite of organizational iner-
tia. One of the Round 1 participants 
gave the following ‘guesstimate’ of 
coaching opportunities for established 
project managers:
“A third (of coaching) would be embedded 
training, a third would be a particular issue 
they’d come up against, a third about what 
they perceive they need to be better at, gen-
eral stuff they wouldn’t go on a three-day 
course on.” [PM1]
In Table 1 we summarize the variet-
ies of ways in which the individual proj-
ect managers experienced coaching.
Table 1 highlights that project man-
agers may have external experience in 
being coached or acting as coach and 
can bring that experience to their work 
environment. They may seek coach-
ing with a buddy or more formally for 
personal development, and they may 
encourage others to appreciate coach-
ing through a buddying experience. It is 
clear that there can be a big difference 
in the take-up of coaching opportuni-
ties. For example, one project manager 
proactively sought support from three 
coaches [SPM3], whereas there were 
those who apparently relied only on 
their managers to nurture them. [PM3]
An emphasis on culture was also 
noted. One public sector manager 
in particular identified a difference 
between organizations that are task 
focused and those that value soft skills:
It depends on the organization, project 
managers who want to use more soft skills 
will struggle in the type of organization 
that wants someone to go in and do it. 
Task-oriented project managers will be fine 
if that’s where they end up, particularly IT 
projects for example. [PM5]
In this section we reported on how 
coaching opportunities within organi-
zations are influenced by decisions and 
attitudes toward one-to-one support 
and how take-up of coaching by par-
ticipants from both larger and smaller 
companies is affected by this coach-
ing culture. As would be expected, it 
appears that the organization plays a 
big part in setting expectations for proj-
ect managers’ development, which may 
or may not involve coaching. In some 
companies it was observed that there 
are formal coaching processes in place 
and employees develop an awareness 
of what coaching is, the skills that can 
be developed, and how it can work 
for them. In other settings, however, 
although a coaching style may be used 
by managers, it is not always identified 
as coaching by employees and so aware-
ness is not generated. Where formal 
training is provided, the development 
of soft skills was seen as a possible 
Participant
Receiving 
Coaching
Acting as 
Coach Introduction to Coaching
PM1 Y N Through coach training
PM2 Y N Via executive coaching
PM3 Y N Through receiving coaching
PM4 Y Y Managerial training
PM5, PM6 Y Y Managerial training or project manager 
training for ‘change’
SPM1, SPM2 Y Y Leadership training or being a mentor
SPM3, SPM4 Y Y External (sports or volunteering) and buddying
SPM5 Y Y Managerial training
CPM1
CPM2
CPM3
N Y Expertise gained through consultancy, and 
training experience; one had sports-related 
experience.
Table 1: Varieties of ways project managers experience coaching.
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outcome, not only for coachees but pos-
sibly also for coaches themselves, thus 
meeting, in some way, Jiang’s (2002) call 
for more development in this area.
From Initial Awareness to Champion
Savelsbergh et al. (2016, p. 566) found that 
the most popular developmental aspira-
tion for project managers was coaching 
other project managers, which in turn 
points to a desire to help others advance. 
In our study, we found evidence of this 
aspiration in practice. It seems that any 
positive experience that individuals have 
of coaching may, in turn, encourage them 
to become supporters or champions of 
coaching. Our findings suggested that 
awareness of coaching can come through 
coach training [e.g., PM5, SPM2, SPM4] or 
through being coached [PM2, SPM3] either 
in a formal scheme or informally. Then, 
once individuals have some experience of 
what coaching may do for them, it appears 
they take more responsibility for seeking 
out coaching opportunities, ultimately 
becoming champions of coaching. Even 
where coaching was not readily available, 
or a more informal approach was evident 
in the organization, some project manag-
ers took the initiative and championed 
buddying or coaching projects themselves.
Where there were few or no for-
mal expectations of coaching within the 
organization, some participants were 
still aware of the opportunities offered 
by coaching. One explained how: “a for-
mer leader recommended I get a coach 
if I wanted to be a professional.” [SPM3]
Another participant, who had expe-
rienced a coaching course, related how 
he had found an internal coach despite 
the fact that “the list of available internal 
coaches is not well advertised.” [PM3]
Some participants were so moti-
vated by what they knew about coaching 
that they wanted to promote it to others 
despite obstacles within their organi-
zations. Some recognized they could 
help other project managers through 
using a group coaching format of shar-
ing experiences that helped them learn. 
One participant had first encountered 
coaching through shared group learn-
ing, presented as peer group coaching. 
He commented that it was “sometimes 
good to have a project manager who 
understands where you’re coming from, 
and do it in the right way, to help you 
think through your problems.” [PM6]
In addition, the formal accredita-
tion process championed by PM2 had 
coaching content just because of the 
philosophy of the manager: “[I was] on 
a three-day course on executive coaching 
and I just saw the light and became the 
champion of that method.” [PM2] This 
participant ran a small team of project 
managers who were formally managed 
by a peer and he was responsible for the 
way projects would be run across the 
organization. He also explained that to 
get a community off the ground is a chal-
lenge: “[building a project manager com-
munity is] really difficult to do as project 
managers tend to work on their own.”
In some organizations, individual 
champions of coaching may be needed 
to support project manager develop-
ment, due to little other organizational 
support, as identified by PM2: Coaching 
was a revelation to project managers, as 
they hadn’t realized that they could use 
someone else as a sounding board and 
still be seen as intelligent and worthy 
as a project manager even though they 
asked for help.” [PM2]
In others, managers and project 
managers often take a leadership role 
in establishing a community of proj-
ect managers, or use team meetings 
to coach the project managers in their 
group. These communities for sharing 
practice seemed good, but apparently 
have faced challenges. One of the exter-
nal consultants commented how these 
attempts at creating a community can 
“come and go” [CPM1], and one of the 
initiators admitted: “I tried three years 
ago to create a community . . . this time 
I’ve placed a lot of emphasis on making 
it relevant, highlighting the benefits the 
community can bring.” [SPM5]
Another manager indicated she 
wanted to champion coaching: “I per-
sonally want coaching as part of the 
[framework]. The project management 
office will be a center of competence 
[for the], coaching of soft skills, pro-
cess.” [PM4] Champions seemed keen 
that project managers share practice for 
their development. PM5 described how 
this was undertaken:
I started by saying ‘let’s talk about each 
other’s projects—‘just explain what you’re 
doing so we’ve all got an idea of what every-
one else is doing, and you’re not working in 
a silo and actually you may be able to share 
something with us.’ [PM5]
There seems to be a natural drive 
in champions to support people who 
are interested in personal development 
and value feedback, through coaching 
(SPM3, SPM4, PM5, PM4, and SPM5). 
For example, one champion explains 
how coaching opportunities arise for her 
through giving good feedback: “the kind 
of coaching I probably do the most, is in a 
mentoring relationship where folks come 
and say, I’ve never really facilitated a 
meeting, you know . . .” [SPM4] This par-
ticipant also suggested that instigators 
of coaching need to have certain values:
I absolutely agree [. . .] that coaching comes 
from somebody who has intrinsically had 
that as a value themselves, that it’s kind 
of like folks’ desire, or need, or desire, or 
believe that it’s important to give back to 
the community to non-profits, to be philan-
thropic [SPM4].
In addition, champions of coaching 
may also be natural coaches as the same 
participant explains:
He has just an amazing gift to be a teacher, 
to be a natural coach in whatever he does 
at all levels. So he will have a payroll clerk, 
[whose] only desire is to come in and punch 
the clock, get a pay check and do the same 
job for 10 or 15 years, and he’ll help her see 
the good in herself and the belief that she 
can do something different, better, or learn 
more, or take on a new task and it’s OK, 
that her life will be better and richer, in a 
different way. [He was] a very, very strong 
peer coach and mentor for me, I achieved 
several of my successes directly because of 
that relationship and that peer feedback 
and coaching [. . .]. [SPM4]
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We suggest that findings emphasize 
the ‘bottom up’ enthusiasm for coach-
ing, which can occur in some organi-
zations despite a lack of a formalized 
coaching policy. It demonstrates how 
project managers are concerned for the 
development of their teams and look for 
ways to support them.
Discussion
In this article we reported qualitative 
data from a small-scale grounded the-
ory study. The findings draw attention 
to some valuable issues in relation to 
how coaching is perceived by project 
managers, how they make use of it, and 
also the value of a coaching culture 
in organizations. Three useful findings 
have been presented.
First, the study found that although 
project managers recognized that coach-
ing was useful for developing soft skills 
as suggested by Pant and Baroudi (2008), 
across the project management field 
there was some uncertainty about how 
coaching differed from other support 
mechanisms, such as mentoring. Proj-
ect managers described how in their 
experience coaching and mentoring 
were often interchangeable. This is a 
widely discussed issue in the coach-
ing literature, with some commenta-
tors arguing that what makes coaching 
and mentoring distinctive is merely “the 
context in which they happen” (Garvey, 
2014, p. 363). Indeed, in the project 
management context where the specific 
idea of agile coaching has developed, 
Adkins (2010) suggests that coaching 
takes on the “dual flavor of coaching 
and mentoring,” since in the context of 
agile coaching the coach does not only 
help coachees to see new perspectives 
and possibilities but also mentors them. 
Thus we can see that the diversity of per-
spectives and definitions held by partic-
ipants in our study is partly generated by 
the literature from different contexts. In 
defense of the diversity of perspectives 
found in his study, Evans said (2011) 
that a variety of perspectives could be 
seen as supporting the idea of construc-
tivism in sense-making, which in turn 
“undermines simplistic and determin-
istic claims of the general efficacy of 
coaching programs” (p. 81). The percep-
tion of our participants in particular, was 
that this lack of clarity is probably not 
detrimental to the support offered, since 
it provides flexibility within the relation-
ship. Thus, this lack of definition should 
not deter large or small organizations 
from setting out their own consistent 
policies and provisions in order to reap 
the benefits of coaching.
The second finding related to how 
the opportunities for coaching by or for 
project managers varies within organi-
zations and are attributed to the avail-
ability of organizational support. It was 
noted that project managers valued 
informal coaching as much as formal 
coaching, but that a lack of understand-
ing of overt contracting may prevent 
otherwise enthusiastic coaches from 
being able to realize the benefits fully. 
As Fillery- Travis (2015) points out: an 
informal approach to coaching may 
mean that the coach neglects to pay 
attention to the contracting element, 
normally accepted as important within 
the coaching process. Ferrar (2006) 
even argues that the responsibilities of 
manager and coach are incompatible 
because the fragile psychological con-
tract and the management ‘mind-set’ 
operate as obstacles to successful coach-
ing. The lack of focus on contracting may 
also be because contracting is not well 
defined in the literature and lacks theo-
retical framing (Egan & Hamlin, 2014) 
or it could be that, as Raelin (2012) sug-
gested, a manager’s role already encom-
passes these expectations through 
multiple roles such as: ‘teacher, educa-
tor, coach, developer, and facilitator’ 
(p. 819). Raelin argued that there is an 
expected emphasis on facilitation as an 
emancipatory framework for ‘mutual 
(rather than unilateral) learning, deep 
understanding and insight, and collab-
orative action’ (2012, p. 820).
Many project managers also had 
insufficient awareness of coaching to 
seek opportunities themselves, and were 
reliant on others to make it accessible to 
them. In relation to the support avail-
able, encouragement through training 
and resourcing was seen as necessary in 
order for project managers to use coach-
ing effectively. Acknowledging that this 
was a small-scale study, we found that 
bigger companies tended to have more 
structures for the delivery of coaching 
programs and possibly a more distinct 
coaching culture. Our analysis therefore 
suggests that organizational culture is a 
crucial backdrop to the coaching sup-
port provided for the development of 
project managers. We argue that not 
only are coaching opportunities for 
project managers underpinned by con-
textual factors within the organization, 
but that these also affect take-up and 
attitudes to coaching. Our study sup-
ports Gormley and van Nieuwerburg 
(2014) in recommending that a mature 
coaching culture can provide support 
for all individuals in an organization, 
but in relation to project managers in 
organizations, this is an area that would 
benefit from a larger study.
Third, one of the key findings in 
the study is that where a coaching cul-
ture is not mature and coaching is not 
readily available to project managers, 
some will take the initiative and seek 
out coaching for themselves or even 
champion coaching projects for their 
colleagues and teams. Once awareness 
is raised, therefore, project managers 
who have some knowledge or experi-
ence of coaching can shift to becoming 
internal initiators and supporters of a 
coaching culture. The study found that 
those project managers who recognize 
the benefit of coaching become cham-
pions of coaching within their organiza-
tions. Champions (as leaders, project 
managers, or consultants) usually have 
some experience in being coached 
and become self-motivated to coach 
after experiencing it. They then spread 
awareness of coaching and its bene-
fits often in an informal way through 
shared practice or mentoring rather 
than overtly through coaching. It was 
clear that often champions of coach-
ing bring their knowledge of coaching 
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to their work role: they are interested 
in creating a coaching culture in their 
organizations and recognize the value 
of the skills project managers could 
develop through shared practice to help 
themselves and other project managers.
We suggest this finding points to a 
journey or progression of understand-
ing of coaching by project managers. 
Project managers’ understanding shifts 
from an awareness of what coaching 
is, through the opportunity to experi-
ence coaching—either as a coach or 
a coachee—to eventual championing 
of coaching within the organization. 
Kretzschmar’s (2010) research in the 
voluntary sector centered on client 
readiness for coaching, which similarly 
included the necessity of having knowl-
edge about coaching and having access 
to a coach. The current study has found 
a corresponding need for readiness, 
awareness through organizational pro-
vision, and opportunities for informal 
or formal coaching, either as coach or 
coachee. What our study also found 
was that if organizational support was 
not available, some project managers 
deemed coaching important enough to 
undertake it independently and these 
were the people often most motivated to 
become champions of coaching in the 
organization. It is suggested that orga-
nizations could capitalize on this grass-
roots motivation to build their coaching 
culture. Allan (2007) has argued that 
when introducing coaching within 
organizations, the ‘bottom up’ potential 
is empowering and can lead to sig-
nificant personal and professional ben-
efits. Hoda, Noble, and Marshall (2010) 
also recognize the important role of 
the champion. Organizations may want 
to harness the energy that champions 
bring to the organization and encourage 
and resource them to introduce formal 
coaching.
Conclusion
Our intention in this research was to 
contribute to the future development of 
project managers through an exploratory 
understanding of how project managers 
think about and use coaching. Findings 
suggest that coaching is considered use-
ful for developing skills, and is a means 
to support others through one-to-one 
relationships or group shared practice. 
There is emphasis on coaching as a 
helping relationship that is generative 
rather than instructional. Some confu-
sion between coaching and mentoring, 
however, is evident. We would therefore 
encourage a more formalized approach 
to coaching, which includes explicit 
contracting where the basis of the rela-
tionship is agreed on at the outset.
This article reported on a small 
qualitative study of project managers’ 
perceptions; therefore, the findings 
should be considered within the limi-
tations of size and context. However, 
a number of areas for further research 
have been identified. First, we consider 
that additional understanding of proj-
ect managers’ experiences of coaching 
seems important. Surveys to establish 
what specific benefits they see from 
coaching and the reasons to promote 
coaching could help identify the moti-
vators for becoming a champion and 
highlight useful features of the journey 
from awareness to champion. Second, 
in this study there seemed to be advan-
tages from being a coach as well as from 
being coached. Findings suggested, for 
example, that there could be advan-
tages for the development of soft skills 
for project managers, which are often 
seen as lacking. Such advantages could 
be researched in more detail in order 
to understand the specific benefits of 
coaching for project managers.
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